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RTF 313-1 

Documentary Film and Video: History and Aesthetics 

Fall 2006 

MW 9-11, Louis 119 

Chuck Kleinhans 

office: 117 at 1800 Sherman Ave. 

office hours, M, 1.30-3.30 and by appointment 

chuckkle@northwestern.edu 

TA: R. Gabriel Dor 

Office: 116 at 1800 Sherman; office hours 12-2 W 
rgdor@northwestern.edu 

Prerequisite: RTF students: completion of all 100 and 200 level requirements. 
Non-majors: RTF 220. Enrollment: 35 max. 

The course provides a survey of documentary film from the prehistory and early 
origins of film to the present. The student will gain an overview of the history of 
the form (with emphasis on the English language documentary) and the major 
aesthetic, political, and ethical questions linked to the practice of documentary. 
Course goals 

•provide a broad introduction to the history of (English language) documentary 
•provide a survey of the major aesthetic and ethical issues in moving image 
doc urn eta ry 

• introduce new perspectives on studying documentary 

• give in-depth analysis of recurrent issues in documentary theory and practice: 
especially tensions between "truth" and "persuasion" 

•give experience in viewing and critiquing representative films 

Lectures will introduce major ideas and organize the study which includes 
readings, in-class and outside screenings. CMS discussion boards and in-class 
discussion. In some cases, films or excerpts will be shown with the teacher making 
comments to draw attention to certain aspects of the work and details of editing, 
etc. Thus attendance is important and will be factored into the final grade. There 
will be Blackboard discussions, a midterm paper and a final paper. Grad students 
are required to do additional reading and outside screening The schedule may be 
slightly adjusted if a visiting filmmaker is available for a presentation. 

Books (at NORRIS CENTER BOOKSTORE) 

Bill Nichols, Introduction to Documentary (Bloomington: Indiana U Press, 2001) 
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Jack C. Ellis and Betsy A. McLaine, A New History of Documentary Film (New 
York; Continuum, 2005) 

Barry Keith Grant and Jeannette Slonioski, Documenting the Documentary: Close 
Readings of Documennary Film and Video (Detroit: Wayne State U Press, 1998) 

Wed 20 Sept 

course administration 
introduction to course 

Dry Wood (Les Blank) 37 min. 1973, 16mm, VHS, RTF 

Les Raquetteurs (Gilles Groulx and Michel Brault) Canada, 1958, 15 min B&W 
sound RTF 

Mon 25 Sept 

read: Nichols intro, ch 1 (xi-19); Ellis, ch 1 (ix-11) 

Issues of documentary and realism 
short films, Lumiere Studios c. 10 min. RTF 

La Sortie de I'Usine Lumiere a Lyon (literally, "the exit from the Lumiere 
factories in Lyon", or, under its more common English title, Workers 
Leaving the Lumiere Factory ) . 46 seconds 

L'Arrivee d'un train en gare de la Ciotat (literally, "the arrival of a train at 
the Ciotat Station", but more commonly known as Arrival of a Train at a 
Station) 

Knocking down a wall; 

;Boat leaving the harbor 

Le Debarquement du Congres de Photographie a Lyon ("the 
disembarkment of the Congress of Photographers in Lyon"), 48 seconds 
Kino Pravda (series, selection. USSR, 1922-25, Dziga Vertov 15 min. RTF 
Manhatta Paul Strand and Charles Scheeler, 1921 US 9 min b&W , silent. 
MoMA 

A Propos de Nice Qean Vigo) 20 min. 1928 VHS RTF 

Wed 27 Sept 

read; Ellis, Ch 2 & 3 (12-44); Rothman in Grant (23-39); Nichols ch 5 (82-98) 
Present and Past 

Fall of the Romanov Dynasty USSR, Esfir Schub, (exerpt) VHS RTF 
Nanook of the North (Robert Flaherty, US 1922) RTF 

Fri 29 Sept 

CMS Assignment-ethical issues in contemporary doc'y 
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Mon 2 Oct 

read: Feldman in Grant (40-54); Nichols ch.2 (20-41). 
Socialist/Constructivist City Symphony 

The Man With A Movie Camera USSR 70 min. Vertov/Slivova, RTF 


WED. 4 OCT 

Sound 1 

read: Jeffrey Ruoff, "Conventions of Sound in Doc'y" (e-reserve) 

Kleinhans, "Audio Documentary: A Polemical Introduction for the Visual Studies 
Crowd," jump Cut no. 48 (Feb 2006). 

<http://www.ejumpcut.org/currentissue/AudioDoc/index.html> 
the human voice, interview 

Practicing Emptiness (audio doc., 30 min. Soundprint series, wr.. Carmen Belzel, 

pr. Belzel and Moira Rankin) CK copy 

In Plain English (Julia Lesage, 42 min. Video) VHS RTF 

Fri 7 Oct 

CMS assignment-audio documentary 

Mon 9 Oct 

read: Ellis ch 4 & 5 (44-76); Sobchack in Grant (70-83). 

Sound 2 

Las Hurdes [Land Without Bread] (1933, Luis Bunuel, Spain, 27 min. b&w, sound). 
MoMA 

Enthusiasm (Symphony of the Don Basin, Dziga Vertov/Slivova, exerpt CK 
Night Mail (d. Harry Watt and Basil Wright, UK 1936, 23 Min B&W RTF 

Wed 11 Oct 

read: grads: Nichols, ch 3 (42-60); Keil in Grant (119-135); Ellis ch 6 (77-104) 
Granton Trawler John Grierson, 11 min. B&W 1934 UK RTF 
The River Pare Lorenz, U.S. 1937 32 min b&w RTF 

in class exam: on readings 

Friday 13 Oct 

CMS assignment-1930s-40s, US and UK additional screening 


Mon 16 Oct 
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read: Tomasulo in Grant (99-118) 

Documentary as Propaganda 1 

Triumph of the Will (Abridged Version) Reifensthal, Germany, 42 min. MoMA 


WED 18 OCT 

Documentary as Propaganda 2 

read: Waugh in Grant "'Men Cannot Act in Front of the Camera in the Presence of 

Death": Joris Ivens' The Spanish Earth." 136-153 

The Spanish Earth Joris Ivens 1937, 53 min. MoMA 

The Heart of Spain, Frontier Films, 1937, 30 min. sound. MoMA 

FRI 20 OCT 

CMS assignment -contemporary advocacy doc'y. Choose a current doc'y that 
strongly advocates for some position or cause. Describe its primary means of 
argumentation. 


MON 23 Oct 

read: Nichols 4 (61-81) 

Documentary as Propaganda 3 

People of the Cumberlands, Sidney Meyers & Jay Leyda, 1938, 21 min. MOMA 
Valley Town, Willard Van Dyke, 1940, 35 min. Moma 

Wed 25 Oct 

read: Ellis ch 9 (130-147); Nichols, ch. 6 (99-138) 

Documentary as Propaganda 4 

Why We Fight: Divide and Conquor d. Frank Capra and Anatole Litvak 58 min. 
B&W US 1943 RTF 

Fri 27 Oct 

CMS assignment-audience study 

Mon 30 Oct 

read Nichols 7 (139-167) 

Documentary as Propaganda 5 

The Negro Soldier d. Heisler & Capra, US 1944 40 min B&W MoMA 
Window Cleaner d. Jules Bucher 6 min. 1945 MoMA 
Autobiography of a "Jeep" pr. Joseph Krumgold 10 min. MoMA 


WED 1 NOV 
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Read: Ellis, 10 &11 (148-177); Nichols ch 8 
Postwar Realisms 1 

In the Street 1952 (d. Helen Leavitt, James Agee), 16 Min. CK 
All My Babies (d. George Stoney, 1952 54 min. MoMA 

Fri 3 Nov 

No CMS assignment-work on midterm paper 

Mon 6 Nov 

Midterm due 

undergrad paper 7 pp. On "propaganda" documentaries due 
grad paper.: 10 pp. 

Postwar Realisms 2 

read: Ellis ch 13 (196-207); Sloniowski in Grant (1 71-187); Flitterman-Lewis in 
Grant (204-222); Sobchack, Vivian. "Inscribing Ethical Space: Ten Propositions on 
Death, Representation and Documentary." Quarterly Review of Film Studies .Fall 
(1984). (e-reserve) 

Night and Fog (Alain Renais, France, 32 min. 1953) RTF video 
O Dreamland d. Lindsay Anderson, UK, 1953 14 min B&W RTF 
Blood of the Beast (d. Georges Franju, 1949, France) RTF 


WED 8 NOV 

read Ellis, 208-227 

The Realist Problem Documentary, 1 

On the Bowery Lionel Rogosin US 1956 65 min. RTF video 

Friday 10 Nov 

CMS-cinema verite (choose one from list) 


MON 13 Nov 

Read, Ellis, 179-195 

The Realist Problem Documentary, 2 

Harvest of Shame (CBS Reports series, US 1960 Edward R. Murrow, Fred W. 
Friendly, and David Lowe) Lichty 

Wed 15 Nov 

read: Ellis, 227-257; Hess, John. "Notes on US Radical Film, 1967-80." lump 
Cut:Hollywood, Politics and Counter Cinema . Ed. Peter Steven. New York: 
Praeger, 1985. 134-150. (e-reserve) 
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The Activist Documentary 

Columbia Revolt (NY Newsreel 50 min. B&W 1968) dist. Third World Newsreel 
(NYC) film 

79 Springtimes of Ho Chi Minh (Santiago Alvarez) film (TW Newsreel) 


Friday 17 Nov 

CMS-Grey Gardens (on reserve, 94 min.) 


Mon 20 Nov 

read: Hall in Grant (223-238); Rothman on Don't Look Back: 144-210 (e-reserve) 

Celebrity and Documentary 

Don't Look Back (Pennebaker) RTF video 

Gabriel on Grey Gardens (inch exerpt) 

Start to read for final exam: (e-reserve) 

•Lesage, Julia. "The Political Aesthetics of the Feminist Documentary Film." 
Quarterly Review of Film Studies .Fall (1978). 

•McGarry, Eileen. "Documentary, Realism, and Women's Cinema." Women and 
Film 2.7 (1975). 

•Aufderheide, Patricia. "Public Intimacy: The Development of First-Person 
Documentary." Afterimage (U.S.) 25.1 (July/August) (1997): 16-18. 

final exam (take home) handed out. 


Wed 21 Nov (Thanksgiving) 

Reality TV assortment (CK) 

Trick or Drink (Vanalyne Green) RTF video 
Gonzo porn assortment (CK) 


Mon 27 Nov 

Read: Ellis, Ch 17 (293-325) 

Return of the Experimental Documentary 
Jim Benning, Landscape Suicide (1986, 95 min.) 
Chris Landreth, Ryan, (2005 (14 min.) 


Wed 29 Nov 
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Read: Williams in Grant, (379-396) 

Deconstructed Documentary 

The Thin Blue Line (Errol Morris, US 1988) RTF video 


Exam week 

Final Exam due, Tuesday December 9, 9 am in Chuck's Mailbox (RTF, 1800 
Sherman) and emailed by this time. 


313-1 CMS assignments (undergrads, 25% of final grade) 

250-300 words ,posted on CMS by 5 pm on Friday 

1. Fri 29 Sept 

CMS Assignment-ethical issues in contemporary doc'y 

Using Nichols chapter on ethical issues as a starting point, choose an appropriate 
contemporary documentary and discuss what issues it raises and what rhetorical 
strategies it employs to make its point. Some examples: 

Spike Lee, After the Levees Broke (HBO, current) 

Patricia Foulkrod, The Ground Truth (Iraq combat aftermatch) 

Kirby Dick, This Film is Not Yet Rated (The MPAA ratings system) 

Errol Morris, The Fog of War (on Robert Macnamara, Sec'y of Defense during 
Vietnam War) 

Judith Helfand, Blue Vinyl (toxic pollution in vinyl siding) 

Andrew Jarecki, Capturing the Friedmans (questionable accusations of pedophilic 
assault) 

Davis Guggenheim, An Inconvenient Truth (Gore on environmental issues) 
Morgan Spurlock, Supersize Me (McDonald's) 

If in doubt, choose a Michael Moore documentary and do a quick search for the 
controversies that surround his films. 

Roger and Me 
Bowling for Columbine 
Fahrenheit 9/11 

2. Fri 7 Oct 

CMS assignment-audio documentary 
Details TBA 


3. Friday 13 Oct 
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CMS assignment-1930s-40s, US and UK additional screening 
Choose one of the following 

Song of Ceylon 

lyrical study of (now) Sri Lanka; imperial doc'y at its best 

British Documentary Movement (7 tapes) (choose one) 

collection of all the best known Brit Docs of 30s, 40s 

Why We Fight (7 programs) 

the classic WW2 propaganda films 

The Town 

Von Sternberg's only doc'y, for WW2 propaganda 

Power and the Land 

Lorenz classic 30s Doc'y 

Fight for Life 

Pare Lorenz doc'y on the Chicago Maternity Center, a resource for home delivery 

The Battle of Midway 

WW2 doc'y by John Ford 


4. Fri 27 Oct 

CMS assignment-audience study 

Find a documentary that is being screened as part of a political or educational (not 
a class) or advocacy or action-oriented event. Attend it with a live audience and 
observe both the documentary and the audience reaction and discussion following 
the screening. Write up a report on the event. 

Fri 3 Nov 

No CMS assignment—work on paper 

5. Friday 10 Nov 

CMS—cinema verite (choose one from list) 

Primary 

Classic cv of Wisconsin primary election campaign, 1960: Kennedy vs. Humphrey 

Salesman 

classic cv film on Bible salesmen; a model of tight editing 

Harlan County, USA 

cv study of unionizing in the Kentucky coal mines by Barbara Kopple 

Le Joli Mai 

classic direct cinema docy; interviews with Parisians at the end of the Algerian War 
Any of Fred Wiseman's films such as : Titicut Follies, Public Housing, Primate, 
Meat, High School, Domestic Violence 


6. Friday 17 Nov 

CMS-Grey Gardens (on reserve, 94 min.) 
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Course policies 

This class is designed to give you the experience of looking at a wide variety of 
films/videos. Readings must be completed prior to lecture on the days indicated. 
My assumption is that you can understand the readings and their relation to the 
screenings, lecture and discussion on your own. Therefore, do not be deceived 
about their importance. They are essential background, even if we do not 
directly discuss them in class much of the time.. You should expect to read the 
material very closely and to outline its major points. This may involve reading the 
assignment more than once. It is crucial for success in the course to keep up 
with the reading and attend all of the lectures and screenings. 

In all cases the screenings are “critical” screenings which may involve my making 
comments or pointing out details during the viewing. My assumption is that you 
are a media professional-in-training and are totally capable of thinking on several 
levels at once: experiential and critical. 

You are allowed only two unexcused absences. On the third unexcused 
absence, you will receive an F on the attendance portion of your grade, and the 
fourth unexcused absence will result in a further reduction of the final grade. 

Undergrad grading is determined as follows: 

1. attendance and participation (10%) 

2. CMS (Blackboard) assignments (25%) 

3. Midterm (20%) 

3, Final take-home essay (35%) 

Grad grading. Grad students are required to have a short meeting with the prof 
on or before Oct. 9 to set up an individual plan of additional screenings and 
readings (about one per week) and develop an essay or notes on a topic covered 
in the course. This essay is to be written as an informative piece for an 
undergraduate audience and will be posted on by Nov. 17. 

1. attendance and participation (10 %) 

2. CMS (Blackboard) assignments (20 %) 

3. midterm (20 %) 

3. 1200 word essay (10 %) 

4, Final take-home essay (40%) 

A note on grading 

Your grade on the written exercises and final paper will be based on your ability 
to integrate many of the issues discussed in class and the readings and 
screenings into an effective, coherent, well-written, and well-organized essay. 

The purpose of the CMS assignments and final paper is to spur you to make 
connections between films and reading that may not have been explicitly made 
during class discussions. Thus, a mere reiteration of what I or the writers have 
said will not by itself be an effective use of the essay exam format. 

Grading criteria: 

A An “A” paper or exam represents effort far beyond the basic requirements of 
the course and is characterized by a bold and original thesis which the student 
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supports with a range of examples from the films and readings. The “A” essay is 
flawlessly, even elegantly written. These essays are quite rare. 

B A “B” essay demonstrates an informed familiarity with all of the films and 
relevant readings and employs examples effectively to support the central thesis 
of the piece. The writing should be forceful and effective with many previously 
hidden connections between the films and readings brought to light. 

C A “C” effort represents a coherent and effective reiteration of relevant material 
from the lectures and discussions accented by an effective use of reading where 
appropriate. The writing is functional and effective with minimal problems in 
diction, grammar and mechanics. The great majority of undergraduate essays 
usually fall within this range. 

D A “D” is characterized by minimal engagement with the most important topics 
from lecture and some use of the most obvious material for the readings. Often, 
a “C” essay in terms of content is lowered to a “D” because of significant 
problems with effective writing. In terms of content, the “D” effort often results 
from a desperate last-minute effort to engage with readings and/or films that the 
student has not seen or read or from significant absence from class discussion. 

F An “F” essay possesses none, or at least very few, of the redeeming 
characteristics listed above. Typically, these are even more rare than the “A’s.” 

All provisions of the School of Communications and Northwestern University 
codes and procedures for academic honesty are enforced. 


Student Conduct in School of Communications Courses 

All undergraduate students in SOC Courses are accountable for the information 
about academic integrity printed in the University Bulletin. Students are also 
responsible for the following standards: 

•Attendance is required in all Speech courses, and excessive absence is cause 
for failure. 

•Credit will not be given for two courses that meet at the same time. 

•To receive credit for a course, students must complete all of the work assigned. 
•Assignments must be turned in on time and examinations must be taken as 
scheduled. Students are not entitled to make up assignments or to grades of 
Incomplete unless the instructor has approved such arrangements in advance. 

Statement for Students with Disabilities 

In compliance with Northwestern University policy and equal access laws, I am 
available to discuss appropriate academic accommodations that you may require 
as a student with disability. Request for academic accommodations need to be 
made during the first week of the quarter, except for unusual circumstances, so 
arrangements can be made. Students are encouraged to register with Service 
for Students with Disabilities (SSD) for disability verification and for determination 
of reasonable academic accommodations. 


The following books have been placed on reserve at the University Library and 
some individual readings will be on electronic reserve. 
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Barnouw, Erik. Documentary: A History of the Non-Fiction Film (Second Ed. Revised) . Second 
edidtion ed. New York: Oxford University PRess. 

Barsam, Richard. Nonfiction Film: A Critical History , rev. ed. ed. Bloomington: Indiana Univ. 
Press, 1992. 

Barsam, Richard M., ed. Nonfiction Film: Theory and Critcism . New York: E. P. Dutton, 1976. 

Boyle, Deirdre. Subject to Change: Guerrilla Television Revisited . New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1997. 

Corner, John. The Art of Record: A Critical Introduction to Documentary . Manchester: 
Manchester Univ. Press, 1996. 

Ellis, Jack C. The Documentary Idea . Englewood Cliffs NJ: Prentice Hall, 1989. 

Ellis, Jack C., and Betsy A. McLane. A New History of Documentary Film . New York: Continuum, 
2005. 

Grant, Barry Keith and Jeannette Sloniowski, Documenting the Documentary: Close Readings of 
Documentary Film and Video (Detroit: Wayne State U Press, 1998) 

Holmlund, Chris, and Cynthia Fuchs, eds. Between the Sheets. In the Streets: Queer. Lesbian. 
Gay Documentary . Minneapolis: U of Minnseota Press, 1997. 

Jacob, Lewis, ed. The Documentary Tradition , rev. ed. ed. New York: Norton, 1987. 

Juhasz, Alexandra. AIDS TV: Identity. Community, and Alternative Video . Durham NC: Duke 
Univ. Press, 1995. 

Mamber, Stephen. Cinema Verite in America: Studies in Uncontrolled Documentary . Cambridge 
MA: MIT Press, 1974. 

Nichols, Bill. Introduction to Documentary . Bloomington IN: Indiana University Press, 2001. 

—. Representing Reality: Issues and Concpets in Documentary . Bloomington IN: Indiana 
University Press, 1991. 


Plantinga, Carl. Ordered Images: Rhetoric and Representation in Nonfiction Film . New York: 
Cambridge Univ. Press., 1997. 

Rabinowitz, Paula. They Must Be Represented: The Politics of Documentary . London: Verso, 
1994. 

Renov, Michael, ed. Theorizing Documentary . New York: Routledge, 1993. 


Roscoe, Jane, and Craig Hight. Faking It: Mock-Documentary and the Subversion of Facualitv . 
Manchester UK: Manchester University Press, 2001. 

Rosenthal, Alan, ed. New Challenges for Documentary . Berkeley: U of CA Press, 1988. 

Steven, Peter. Brink of Reality: New Canadian Documentary Film and Video . Toronto: Between 
the Lines, 1993. 

Stott, William. Documenatry Representation and Thirties Amrica. 1973. 

Warren, Charles, ed. Bevond Document: Essays on Nonfiction Film . Hanover NH: 
Wesleyan/New England, 1996. 

Waugh, Thomas, ed. "Show Us Life": Towards a History and Aesthetics of the Committed 
Documentary . Metuchen NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1984. 
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Winston, Brian. Claiming the Real: The Documentary Film Revisited . London: British Film 
Institute, 1995 

E-RESERVE 

Jeffrey Ruoff, “Conventions of Sound in Doc’y” (e-reserve) 

Sobchak, Vivian. “Inscribing Ethical Space: Ten Propositions on Death, Representation and 
Documentary.” Quarterly Review of Film Studies .Fall (1984). (e-reserve) 

Hess, John. “Notes on US Radical Film, 1967-80.” Jump Cut:Hollvwood. Politics and Counter 
Cinema . Ed. Peter Steven. New York: Praeger, 1985. 134-150. (e-reserve) 

•Lesage, Julia. “The Political Aesthetics of the Feminist Documentary Film.” Quarterly Review of 
Film Studies .Fall (1978). 

•McGarry, Eileen. “Documentary, Realism, and Women's Cinema.” Women and Film 2.7 (1975). 

•Aufderheide, Patricia. “Public Intimacy: The Development of First-Person Documentary.” 
Afterimage fU.S.) 25.1 (July/August) (1997): 16-18. 



